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The colonial heritage leaves Hong Kong with a bilingual court, where two 
languages, Cantonese and English are spoken, operating in Common Law, according 
to which, the truth in court is decided by the jury. Therefore prosecutors and the 
defense attorneys will use some language strategies to persuade the jury into their 
story, which makes the court room an adversarial one. Moreover, as two languages are 
involved in the Hong Kong court, the interpreters have to participate so as to bridge 
the communication between the Cantonese-speaking and English-speaking parties.  
By analyzing the online corpus “From legislation to translation, from translation 
to interpretation: The narrative of sexual offences”, which includes five rape cases 
heard in the higher courts, the paper discusses three strategies used by the interpreters 
in the Hong Kong court from the perspective of the speaker and the hearer which are 
two important words in Goffman’s footing theory. The three strategies, including the 
shifting between direct and reported speech, interjection, and the selection of 
recipients, demonstrate interpreters’ active participation in the court proceeding rather 
than playing the role of a non-participant. 
According to Goffman, the footings of the speaker could be divided into three 
categories which are the animator, the author, and the principal. As for the hearer, 
Goffman decomposed the hearer’s role into a number of more subtle distinctions 
through what he refers to as the 'participation framework'. The paper discovered that 
the interpreters change the role from the animator to the author or even the principal 
of the source language by shifting from direct speech to reported speech. In addition, 
the interpreters take the role of the author when they interject to interpret a previous 
interrupted utterance or to clarify with the source language speaker. However, as the 
victims of the five cases discussed in this paper are minor females, the interpreters 
would take their comprehension ability and psychological endurance into account, 














footing shift from the animator to the principal. As for the role of the hearer, the paper 
discusses that the interpreters, to express the emotion of the source language speaker, 
would use different Cantonese utterance-final particles in different situations 
indicating the interpreters’ selection of the different recipients.  
The three strategies indicate that interpreters in the Hong Kong court would 
actively change their footings when different situations occur so as to facilitate the 
interaction in court. In this way, they are not the conduits any more, but active 
participants.  
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Chapter One  Introduction 
1.1 Research Background 
Hong Kong is a predominantly Cantonese-speaking society, but its law is modeled 
on the English Common Law system, whose criminal justice system is founded on 
the fundamental principle of trial by jury featuring an adversarial trial process.  
Part of Hong Kong’s British colonial heritage is a Common Law legal system. 
The colonial heritage means that courts can operate in English, in spite of the fact that 
around 95% of Hong Kong residents are Chinese, and this is still quite common in 
higher courts, particularly when non-Chinese judges or lawyers are involved as in the 
cases referred to in this study. The Hong Kong judiciary employs more than 150 
full-time court interpreters who provide interpreting services between Cantonese and 
English. Since witnesses mainly speak Cantonese, the Cantonese interpreting is in 
great need when courts operate in English. And the jury in Hong Kong normally 
consists of local Chinese who are expected to have at least some knowledge of 
English. 
1.2 Research Objective and Rational  
Numerous studies and investigations have been done within the scale of interpreting 
and Goffman’s footing shift, however, the combination of the two has rarely been 
discussed.  
This paper would focus on the court interpreting in criminal courts of Hong 
Kong, as it is stipulated by the law that the higher courts have to perform in English 
if a criminal case is involved, which means the participation of court interpreters is a 
necessity. But for a civil case, there is no such a stipulation. 
By virtue of applying footing theory into court interpreting, from the 
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footings court interpreters take in the trial, distinguishing the information recipients 
intended by them and the strategies they apply to being active participants in court. 
By doing so, the thesis expects to shed some insight into the role and the 
performance of court interpreters, would-be interpreters and all the legal 
practitioners in the court room. 
Research on interpreting in face-to-face interaction has tended to focus on the 
ways in which the performance of the interpreter impinges on the nature of the 
interaction, especially in institutional contexts (Berk-Seligson 1990; Wadensj¨o 1998; 
Davidson 2000; Roy 2000; Hale 2004). Some studies have promoted an ideal of the 
‘invisible’ interpreter, reflecting a prescriptivist tradition in research on translation in 
general, and have sought to identify particular types of interpreter behavior as 
problematic. Nevertheless, in recent years researchers have pointed out that the 
presence of the interpreter inevitably affects the interaction and have increasingly 
argued for the recognition of interpreters as participants in their own right 
( Wadensj¨o 1998; Davidson2002). Therefore, the author has every reason to believe 
that court interpreters in Hong Kong, where most interpreters work as public 
servants and in full time, will facilitate the processing and safeguard the rights of 
every participant through constantly changing their footing.  
1.3 Research Hypothesis 
The various stances taken by the interpreters, as is argued, towards the other 
participants would have powerful implications on the non-English speaking parties 
in court in terms of their participation in the proceedings. Sociolinguistic studies of 
variation in the courtroom have shown that individuals whose language variety or 
speech style differs from that of legal professionals are likely to be evaluated 
negatively by judges or jurors (O’Barr and Atkins 1980; Wodak 1980). Similarly, 
Berk-Seligson (1990) found in experiments with mock jurors that the perception of a 
witness whose speech is being translated is affected by the interpreter’s speech style.  
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